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Degrees of Dif culty: an ecological
account of learning in Australian
higher education
TREVOR GALE
Central Queensland University, Australia
ABSTRACT In this article, the dif culties some Australian university students experience in academic
learning environments are explored. Particular attention is given to the experiences of students whose
dif culties are often portrayed as intrinsic to them, and who are diagnosed as having learning
disabilities or ‘disorders’. In so doing, dominant neuro-psychological perspectives on students’ learning
‘problems’ are challenged, broadening the discussion to include sociocultural explanations of students’
dif culties. Research that foregrounds these students’ own accounts of their problems is reported,
identifying a number of tests of time, association and dissimulation that they experience in coming to
terms with the particular institutional requirements of university life. At the very least, these
explanations draw attention to the need for university teaching scholars to also be learners, and to
consider their own practices in the construction of learning dif culties for their students.
Introduction
This article reports research into the learning experiences of  rst-year undergraduate students
enrolled in an Australian regional university. The research is concerned with learning
dif culties that cause problems for students in their development and utilisation of academic
skills valued by universities. In the of cial discourse that dominates much of the higher
education sector (e.g. National Board of Employment, Education and Training, 1994), these
dif culties arise primarily from one or more of the following:
· student differences in physical and sensory abilities;
· student differences in emotional responses;
· student differences in environmental and cultural experiences;
· student differences in educational opportunities.
Offering an alternative explanation, I interrogate and foreground the voices of students
themselves, speci cally those drawn from one site of Australian higher education. In particu-
lar, I argue that student dif culties experienced in contexts of higher learning may be as much
an artefact of those contexts as a ‘disorder’ of individual students. I pursue this argument by
explicating the tests of time, association and dissimulation that university students experience,
and which cause them dif culties in academic learning environments.
I see these as different explanations of the relations between learning dif culties and
university entrance scores to those informed by neuro-psychological discourses. With increas-
ing numbers of low-entrance-score students entering higher education, there is a danger that
some might assume that the numbers of students with learning dif culties are also increasing.
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The assumption is that these students are identi able at the bottom end of lists of entrance
scores. I am sceptical of such simple correlations and suggest that academic contexts are also
implicated in the construction of learning dif culties. Moreover, I suspect that entrance
scores are not merely indicators of ability, but also re ect students’ access to the dominant
cultural capital and the logic of its transmission. Given these possibilities, an academic
learning environment that is differently constructed might avoid the disabling of students’
learning experiences that are otherwise represented as intrinsic to these students. I preface
this discussion with an account of the parameters of the research, how students were
identi ed for interview and how a regard for students’ own accounts in uenced this process.
Foregrounding Student Voices
The motivation for conducting this case study was found in my desire to broaden the
discussion beyond dominant neuro-psychological accounts of students’ abilities. As already
noted, learning dif culties have often been seen as predominantly located within individuals,
a ‘condition’ to which institutions have responded by providing add-on services to compen-
sate students for their dif culties. The starting position for this research is somewhat
different, and is better described as ecological: an account mindful of individuals, but also of
learning environments that frame both institutional practices and individual experiences. It is
this thinking that encouraged me to consider whether students who are identi ed as having
learning dif culties in some contexts might not be so regarded when placed within contexts
that take students’ differences into account. I was also mindful of the frequent absence of
student voices concerning constructions of learning dif culty. In order to address these issues
in the research, I commenced by identifying a student population traditionally represented as
experiencing learning dif culties, and proceeded to explore with these students the extent to
which their dif culties were a function of the sociocultural aspects of their learning environ-
ment.
During 1997, identi cation of such a population of university students with learning
dif culties was achieved through administering a questionnaire to all full-time  rst-year
students enrolled in primary/elementary teacher training courses at a small, regional univer-
sity in Australia. A total of 115 students, 96 women and 19 men, were surveyed. Statements
on the questionnaire—14 positively worded and 13 negatively worded in relation to learning
dif culties—were developed from the literature on student learning dif culties, particularly
those indicators described within the report produced by the Equal Opportunity Unit at
Monash University (1993). Utilising these, the questionnaire distinguished between seven
areas of academic dif culty (reading, spelling, written expression, mathematics, serial learn-
ing, handwriting, study skills organisation dif culties) and seven areas of associated dif culty
(motor, speech, perception, conceptual, communication, attention, social emotional
dif culties). There were three times as many statements in the questionnaire relating to
academic dif culties as to associated dif culties. This weighting re ected the research
literature, in which areas of academic dif culty were referred to as primary indicators of
learning dif culty, while areas of associated dif culty were referred to as secondary indicators
(see Monash University Equal Opportunity Unit, 1993).
The questionnaire provided students experiencing dif culties in this academic learning
environment with an opportunity to self-identify, a process I regarded as particularly appeal-
ing, given previous studies that maintained assessment processes in the hands of researchers.
It also gave recognition to the perceptions of students as primary sources of data, not unlike
Clarke’s (1995, 1998) valuing of university students’ views in his Perceptions of Learning
Environments Questionnaire. The questionnaire used in this research, with different purposes
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to Clarke’s, was implemented during tutorials scheduled in the middle of the second semester
of 1997. A copy of the questionnaire was supplied to each student and was administered
verbally. These implementation procedures aimed to assist students to complete the task,
with each respondent able to use both aural and visual means to decipher the meaning of the
statements. During analysis, student responses (‘never’, ‘rarely’, ‘sometimes’, ‘often’) to
questionnaire statements were scored between 1 and 4, with high levels of learning dif culty
receiving high scores and high levels of learning ability receiving low scores. Respondents’
overall scores ranged from 82 to 37, with a maximum possible score of 108 (72 for primary
dif culties) and a minimum of 28. An overall score for each student was achieved by
combining each student’s total primary and secondary scores. All students were then ranked
from highest to lowest according to their overall score. Separate student rankings were also
produced based on students’ primary and secondary indicators.
Three methods were utilised in the identi cation of a population of students experienc-
ing learning dif culties. First, applying Sykes’s (1982) conservative estimation that 5% of
university students have a learning dif culty, seven out of the 115 students were identi ed.
A second method of identi cation took into account the more re ned data available in the
separate rankings of primary and secondary indicators. Two students, who appeared in the
top 5% of those experiencing academic (primary) dif culties, but who did not appear within
the initial sample of seven students, were added to the identi ed population. One further
student was included through a similar analysis of the 5% of students experiencing associated
dif culties, producing a total of 10 students identi ed through methods one and two. A third
method of identi cation took account of possible variations in Sykes’s estimations and sought
to identify a ‘natural’ break in student rankings. Only one such possible break was identi able
and this contributed a further six students to the sample population, producing a total of 16
potential students for interview, 10 women and six men (see Smith et al. [1999] for
discussion on other approaches to identifying such populations).
For reasons of con dentiality, names were not recorded on questionnaires. Rather, these
were individually numbered and, before completion, students were asked to record this
number for future reference. Following analysis, the recorded numbers of the 16 identi ed
questionnaires were advertised to all respondents, and their ‘owners’ were invited to contact
the research team in con dence to contribute further to the research through semi-structured
interviews. Just over half (nine) of these students decided to participate further in the research
and, as it happened, all were identi able by methods one and two discussed earlier. In
addition to the attributes listed above (i.e.  rst-year students studying to become primary/el-
ementary teachers), all those who volunteered for interview were students who had entered
university direct from school and with low entry scores.
An interview schedule was developed with three major themes: students’ views on the
knowledge, pedagogy and social interactions valued by lecturers and tutors, and how these
in uenced their learning experiences. Within these themes, students were encouraged to
re ect on how the values of lecturers and tutors differed from their own. A fourth and  nal
question provided opportunity for students to contribute further information they believed to
be particularly relevant to issues related to their learning at university. Unlike other interview
schedules developed for use with students experiencing dif culties in Australian universities
(see Devlin, 1999), the interviews utilised in the research were not designed as a means of
gathering information in order ‘to design and implement a program that will assist the
student to change behaviour in the ways to undertake academic tasks’ (Devlin, 1999, p. 23),
thereby leaving other practices within academic learning environments unchallenged and
unchanged. Rather, the intention in interviewing students was to give them opportunities to
contribute understandings about how academic environments are implicated in the construc-
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tion of learning dif culties. The interviews were conducted during the  nal weeks of the
second semester. Audiotapes of these encounters were later transcribed and analysed. A
manual coding of the resulting texts was conducted, guided by both a grounded and
issues-driven approach. To maintain con dences, students’ comments utilised here are
referenced according to their assigned (questionnaire) number in the research (e.g. Student
77, Student 69).
(With) Standing the Tests of Time, Association and Dissimulation
While I am mindful that the students interviewed represent a very small group within the
initial student population, and that they in turn represent a small number of students in
Australian universities, nonetheless, I suspect there are broader lessons to be learned from
their contributions. In particular, I see their comments contributing to how academics think
about students’ dif culties and, speci cally, about the contexts in which these dif culties are
revealed. What should also become evident is that these students’ responses seem much like
those of any group of marginalised students who have been studied in university settings.
This is, of course, the central point of this article. It is not so much these students’ learning
dif culties that are at issue, but the role of academics and universities in creating these
dif culties.
Most students face ability tests when they  rst encounter academic life, even those who
have been prepared by their schooling and by family members who are familiar with
university culture. University students still need to read an institutional geography and
architecture (including its more recent virtual dimensions) that is often quite different from
that of schools and other learning environments, and they still need to negotiate unfamiliar
institutional processes, procedures, norms and rituals (e.g. how to enrol, whom to consult,
what needs to be done, when and where, etc.), and to engage with potentially con icting
ideas and re-evaluate how they understand themselves, others and the world.
The need to combine study with casual, part-and full-time employment and/or demand-
ing family commitments has also become far more widespread amongst university students
in Australia. This, together with the gradual introduction of such things as  exible course
delivery, the individualisation and fast-tracking of courses, and the increases in overall
university student numbers, has contributed to altered dimensions of university life. Many
students now spend less time on campus, in face-to-face classes and with their lecturers than
their predecessors did, and less time interacting outside university classrooms and about their
studies. This time differential is not merely circumstantial (to do with personal particulars)
and/or administrative (to do with managerial constraints). It is also related to: (1) the
fundamentally different way in which education is now understood—primarily as a (political)
means to an (economic) end—by most students, prospective employers, governments and
their agencies; (2) the different relationship education has with the economy (as both a
consumer and a producer of wealth); and (3) the different relationship nation states and their
economies have with each other (as integrated and globalised). Such relations are indicative
of the broader post-Fordist and postmodern context within which university students now
study, and which test their abilities to engage with academic learning environments.
The degree to which students  nd these environments dif cult to learn within can vary
considerably. This has as much to do with students’ prior experiences, values, dispositions,
inclinations and ways of knowing as it does with their intrinsic abilities. Whereas Biggs (1987)
describes these as issues of presage, Bourdieu’s references to cultural capital (accumulated
wisdom) and ‘the logic of its transmission’ (1997, p. 49) seem far more explanatory of
broader social relations. For Bourdieu, ‘capital is any resource effective in a given social arena
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that enables one to appropriate the speci c pro ts arising out of participation and contest in
it’ (Wacquant, 1998, p. 221). But, given trends towards the contraction of time and students’
‘absent presence’ within academic learning environments, it is instructive to also consider
Bourdieu’s observation that knowledge accumulation—the acquisition of cultural capital—in-
volves, amongst other things, extended periods of time with those who are themselves
endowed with ‘strong’ cultural capital. Bourdieu suggests that such accumulation is depen-
dent on ‘time free from economic necessity’ (1997, p. 50); that is, the possession of suf cient
economic capital to support time away from its accumulation. This is one reason why cultural
capital is often associated with social class.
Yet, compared with  nancial markets, cultural capital is not a fast capital; it is not
disposed to being transmitted at speed. Bourdieu reasons from this that the social conditions
of cultural capital’s transmission and accumulation are invariably disguised, hidden and
concealed, even ‘in the absence of any deliberate inculcation’ (1997, p. 48). In part, this is
because such transmission and accumulation are time-intensive—sometimes long periods of
‘not knowing’ precede ‘ nding out’—but it also relies on the quality of one’s associations
(with those who know). In a similar vein, Connell’s reading of the statistics on schooling
suggests that ‘the best advice we can give to a poor child keen to get ahead through education
is to choose richer parents’ (1993, p. 22).
There are a number of themes within this account of the accumulation and transmission
of cultural capital also found in the research reported here. They include issues of association
and dissimulation, although I begin with an examination of various temporal tests, for ‘the
work of acquisition is … an investment, above all of time’ (Bourdieu, 1997, p. 48). I explore
these themes, recognising that my separation of them is for analytical purposes more than a
re ection of how they are expressed ‘on the ground’, as will become apparent.
Doing Time
During the interview, several of the students with learning dif culties seemed to characterise
their involvement with academic learning environments as commensurate with ‘doing time’,
particularly with its negative regulatory connotations. For them, studying at university was
like a test of endurance, particularly in their associations with lecturers whose habit it was to:
sit at the front and just waf e. She’ll just talk … It’s that sort of mundaneness. At
one stage there I found I was doodling in my book. (Student 43)
[She’s] monotonous … waf ing on on cloud nine. (Student 71)
Others just drone on and you think, ‘Oh, yes, what are we on about now?’ And you
listen and there’s just nothing there. There’s nothing to actually spark you to get you
motivated. (Student 14)
And the lecturer doesn’t really worry [if students talk during the lecture]. He just
puddles on and keeps going on with whatever he is doing. (Student 14)
They give you the information. It’s all bang, bang, bang, and then they go. (Student
50)
Clearly signalled here are teacher–student interactions characterised as ‘those who are
presumed to know, with those who are of cially designated as not knowing’ (Connell et al.,
1982, p. 111). For some students in the study, such interactions appeared to be a waste of
time. That is, students with learning dif culties were often unconvinced of the logic of
persisting through long periods of not-knowing in order to acquire the ‘of cial knowledge’
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(Apple, 1993) of the dominant. Quite apart from issues related to the subordinate positioning
of these students’ knowledge by such arrangements, the objection of many students was that
the ‘prolonged process of acquisition’ (Bourdieu, 1997, p. 49) was itself a hindrance:
We used to have almost 4 hours of lectures straight on Mondays, and [some
students] wouldn’t turn up until [Subject X], which was a compulsory one that
[lecturers] sent a roll around, because the lectures were just pointless. (Student 77)
Everyone turned up for about the  rst 3 weeks and then [when they realise] it’s
going nowhere [they wonder] why get out of bed. (Student 23)
It’s just shocking. You sit in a lecture for 3 hours, you’ve got a 5-minute break in
between, which is not enough to go to refectory for food and come back, or go for
a walk, go for a cigarette, go for a toilet break … 10 o’clock comes and you sit
there—da da da da—11 o’clock comes, da da da da, and by 12, you’re still sitting
there. (Student 28)
Our inner concentration is doing whatever we’re doing. As for our outer concen-
tration, if they’d have said our name we’d be up straight away. In some of the classes
I  nd that people wait for the roll, sign, and walk out. It’s too easy. (Student 43)
The freedom at university not to attend classes, to ‘nick off and go to the local pub’ and only
‘turn up every now and again’ (Student 69), provided some students with relief from these
tests of endurance. However, this freedom also challenged the importance of time spent with
those ‘endowed with strong cultural capital’ (Bourdieu, 1997, p. 49), and the logic of its
transmission and accumulation. As one student noted, ‘at school you’ve got to be there. [But]
if you’re not at uni, it’s only going to affect your grades, or maybe it won’t affect your grades.
It depends how you learn’ (Student 71). There is a certain ambivalence in these comments
about the importance of extended contact with ‘those in the know’, perhaps even a tendency
not to regard such associations as very important; issues I take up later. Yet, for other
students who were convinced of the correlation between their ability to learn and their
attendance in class (particularly the length of their attendance), the lack of contact (compared
with their schooling experiences) was disconcerting:
I thought it was going to be 9 to 5; ‘you’ve got to be in here, they’re checking on
you’. But it’s not. I’ve had people ask me, just like you asked me, ‘what’s it like?’
‘Oh, it’s really good.’ And they ask, ‘are you doing it full time?’ ‘Yes, yes. If you
want to call 2 days a week full time’. And they just [say], ‘Two days a week? Let’s
go’. (Student 50)
[Apart from scheduled classes] you’ve got other hours you’re supposed to be
studying. There are so many hours for the subject you’re supposed to spend
[studying] that takes up your whole week, apparently. (Student 14, emphasis in
original)
For students in the research, success was often a measure of the quantity of face-to-face
interactions, and several found it dif cult to adjust to a different economy of time at
university. But this heavy reliance on attendance in class might also be attributed to these
students’ lack of access to other sources of cultural capital, or lack of understanding about
how to gain access. Issues concerning the quantity and quality of interactions often found
expression in the data as issues of time. Students’ interview responses seemed to con rm
Bourdieu’s observation that ‘the least inexact of all the measurements of cultural capital are
those which take as their standard the length of acquisition’ (1997, p. 48). For students in
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the study, the mysteries of how knowledge is acquired at university were often interpreted
and condensed as tests of time: ‘they just instil us with it, like an injection. It’s like if you sit
there long enough you’re actually going to take [in] their dribble’ (Student 28). Such
interpretations of the accumulation process were often adopted by students as strategies for
learning, with some success:
[Lecturers] might be standing there being all dull and boring and then all of a
sudden, ‘excitement’, and they might tell you something, something for that
assignment, something that’s there [but was previously unclear]. And those who
aren’t there, they’re disadvantaged. So you turn up, even if it’s not compulsory.
(Student 43)
If you turn up to all the classes—which I know people don’t, and they’re pretty
damn stupid and they wonder why they’re failing—if you turn up to the lecture and
you’re really confused, by the time your tute [tutorial] rolls around it’s washed out.
You know where you’re going again because they’ve helped you in the tute.
(Student 28)
Hanging Out with Those in the Know
Evident in these discussions of time are issues related to how it is best utilised. As noted,
cultural capital’s ‘educative effect’ (Bourdieu, 1997, p. 56) relies on the length of one’s
exposure but also on the quality of its source. Of interest, then, was that some students in the
study sought out secondary sources of knowledge: student mediators who could traverse the
gap between knowing and not knowing, and who knew how to speak the language of both.
As one student commented, ‘there are people who think like the lecturers think, there are also
people who think like me and there are people who can think on both planes, so I  nd one
of them’ (Student 23). For these students, ‘hanging out with those in the know’—or, in
Connell’s (1993, p. 22) terms, choosing ‘richer parents’—presented a signi cant re nement
to the strategy (outlined earlier) of simply ‘doing time’:
I turn up to all my tutes and all my lectures, unless there’s some reason that I just
can’t make it, which is few and far between. I talk a lot to other students and  nd
out what we’re doing. Actually hearing it from someone else [helps] rather than
[simply] reading it. (Student 50)
Associating with those ‘in the know’ was not con ned to formal classes, particularly when
consultations were with secondary sources:
I might be having trouble with an assignment so myself and another [student] might
get together or I might just talk to them about it and say, ‘I’m having a few
problems’, and the next person might say, ‘Well, you can come over to my place.
I’m free at this time if you want to talk about it’. So I run over and talk about it …
[It helps with] interpreting questions—like assignments and big questions—actually
interpreting them into the way that you think is right. Sometimes you might not
have a clue at all, and then with someone else helping you, you’re on the track a
little. So you’re a little wiser. (Student 71)
Other students were somewhat more discriminating in whom they consulted. That is, there
was recognition by some that not all students possessed ‘strong’ amounts of the dominant
cultural capital:
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From what I’ve found, female students tend to be able to understand lecturers
more. So if I want to know, I’ll ask a female, because if I ask any of the other guys
they just say, ‘You saw it the same way I did’. They don’t understand it really.
Women in our group usually understand the lectures better. Besides, the majority
of our mature age students are females. (Student 77)
Comments about the gender of students more likely to understand lecturers were isolated in
the study (to this one reference), and space does not permit a fuller account of them. Whilst
these matters remain important, more tended to be made by interviewees of the academic
abilities of many mature age students, although this could simply have been because the
students interviewed had only recently graduated from secondary school, and their expec-
tation was that older students are likely to know more than themselves. However, that some
mature age students might exhibit greater understanding is not surprising, given their access
to longer periods of time spent in its accumulation. The cultural capital associated with
mature age was often described by students in the study, for example, as ‘constantly talking
out and using big words and stuff’ (Student 23). Clearly, some mature age students’ superior
comprehension and manipulation of academic concepts were seen as things to be grasped,
but these were also resented to some degree. Some of this dissent was also directed at
lecturers who organised classes primarily around this select group of students:
Some [lecturers] tend to talk to the front three rows; that’s generally most of your
mature age students in there. So they talk to the front three rows and if they’re
understanding it, etcetera, they move on. (Student 23)
It’s mainly mature age students [who are the focus of lecturers’ attention], I’ve got
to say, and the lecturers sort of talk to them … If I’m sitting down the front, trying
to pick up [what is being said]—because I don’t know all of it—if the lecturer talks
to me or asks [me] questions [I’d be surprised]. I’ve got no qualms with being asked
questions as long as I’ve got an idea about what it’s about. (Student 97)
With mature age students, some of them will patronise you because you’re young,
you don’t know anything yet, you haven’t been out in the real world. I get annoyed
with that. Mature age students tend to dominate everything. The lecturers will talk
to them. They’ll teach speci cally to the mature age students most of the time … I
think they just show more of a willingness to learn, I guess. (Student 77)
It is interesting how this last student interprets the ‘gain in time’ or ‘head start’ (Bourdieu,
1997, p. 48) enjoyed by other students—in this case, related to their age—as a greater
‘willingness to learn’. In Bourdieu’s terms, mature age has a positive value in academic
learning environments, not least because of the age-related interests and experiences shared
between these students and their lecturers. What is also worth noting is the quality of
interactions between lecturers and students in the ‘front row’ and, more to the point, the
distance (i.e. inaccessibility) that students in the study perceived between themselves and
primary sources of information. Within the research, relations between proximity to and the
transmission and accumulation of cultural capital were clearly evident, and were indicative of
students’ physical and academic positioning within learning contexts. As the following
comments illustrate, students themselves were implicated in these positional judgements,
albeit within certain constraints. The positioning strategy adopted by many students with
learning dif culties in the study was:
non-confrontational. You’re not a drifter [if you’re sitting in the middle]. You’re not
up the back and you’re not down the front, you don’t know everything…. If I sit
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down the front I feel stupid because I’m not the brightest of people, and they’ve
already got all the answers. Up the back they don’t want to know the answers so you
sit in the middle and usually in the middle there are people who are trying to  nd
out what’s going on. (Student 97)
[If] you work out your tutor walks this way a lot, well then you sit over here …
where they go…. so you can hear them and see [them]…. They actually pick the
 rst front rows to talk and people at the back. So you sit in the middle because you
know they won’t talk to you. Most of the time you can guarantee they won’t….
That’s why I sit there. (Student 71)
Others were a little more adventurous in where they positioned themselves, although, again,
this was very much dependent on their expectations of and interactions within the learning
environment:
[If it’s] Miss Mundane, I sit up the back in a comfy seat because it’s going to be a
long hour and a half … [If it’s] Miss Sense-of-Humour, [or Miss] Have-a-Good-
Time, maybe at the front. I don’t mind sitting at the front. [But] if it’s Miss
Informative [or] Miss Oxygen-Sucking … [I sit] in the middle-ish … She just talks
and she takes a deep breath and she just talks again. We came out of our  rst tute
and it was like this lack of oxygen. And we had a headache from all the information
we had to absorb. (Student 28)
The distancing from primary sources of knowledge and reliance on more secondary sources
(e.g. mature age students) also extended to students’ engagement with academic literature.
Familiarity with academic culture seems to play an important role in students’ (minimal)
engagement with these literary sources. As one student noted, ‘in high school I used to pick
the thinnest, smallest book I could  nd … But I get to uni and they’re this thick and that wide
and words this big’ (Student 14). This lack of familiarity and con dence—sometimes
interpreted as different learning styles (see Student 71’s comments earlier)—often informed
students’ preferences and their justi cations on how to best access the privileged knowledge
of academia:
If I’ve got the option of actually hearing it, well then I don’t read. Whereas if it’s the
only way I’m going to learn it, then that’s when I’ll read because I know I’ve got to
do it to actually know what we’re talking about. (Student 50)
A lot of people in second semester say, ‘We’re not buying textbooks because you
don’t need them to get by’. Whereas when I  rst came [to university] I got the
impression that you need the textbooks and you need to read them and you need
the information out of them to pass…. But I’m still here, I still passed. And so
obviously there is truth in what some people are saying, that you don’t really need
them…. Talking to friends who had brothers and sisters in higher years than me in
the same course, they turn around and say ‘My brother, hasn’t bought a book since
he  rst got here and he’s getting Ds [Distinctions] and HDs [High Distinctions]’.
Well, what’s the use then? (Student 71)
That familiarity (shared knowledge and understandings) is an issue here, and not just
expediency (what will achieve a pass), is evident in the following student’s comments. The
student in question deliberately chose to engage with the academic literature, yet also
recognised that others read this literature differently, particularly those individuals that
universities designate as knowledgeable. Recognising this lack of familiarity:
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Some people’s argument to me not being able to understand is ‘You haven’t read
the stuff’. I’ve read the stuff. I read. I can make a picture out of what the textbook
is trying to say, but the lecturers then confuse me … I can straighten it out by talking
to other people—presuming they’ve got it right and they know what they’re talking
about—I can sort it out. Why I can sort it out with other people is because you can
ask the questions you want to ask, when you want to ask them, when you’re talking
to other people. (Student 69)
Sorting it Out
Aspects of these comments draw attention to a third theme evident in the research: the
dissimulation of academic knowledge and understanding. In brief, accumulation of the
dominant cultural capital ‘escapes [the] observation and control’ (Bourdieu, 1997, p. 55) of
some students, particularly those represented in the study. As one of these students re-
marked, ‘I can be a real shocker at times, because it takes a while for me to get stuff into the
brain to compute’ (Student 28). For these students, there is a lot of ‘sorting out’ to be done.
Some take a ‘wait and see’ approach—‘if you’re confused let it ride’ (Student 43)—while
others seem to ‘have problems with saying “Hold the phone, what’s happening here?” When
they get left behind they just switch off’ (Student 97). Again, familiarity with how knowledge
is conveyed in academic learning environments can in uence the extent to which it is
understood. There is, for example, a particular genre of university teaching that students in
the study found dif cult to embrace even though they were able to recognise its form:
At school, teachers put it in their own words and take out all the mumbo jumbo and
just put it down so you can understand it a lot easier … [Whereas] sometimes it’s
a bit hard to follow some [lecturers] … they’re up on cloud nine and I just can’t
understand them. (Student 71)
Lecturers tend to use a more textbook style when they’re talking … It’s like writing
an essay. They keep backing it up and backing it up and backing it up … [with]
Vygotsky, Piaget, etcetera. (Student 23)
[They use] a lot of quotes and paragraphs that actually cover the topic they’re
talking about … And they’ll refer to page numbers, the year, and sometimes they
give you library references … It doesn’t mean anything to some people. (Student
50)
Such encounters prompted some students to question their relevance, in substance and in
style:
Most of the time [lecturers] are not teaching us to teach kids. They’re just lecturing
us on people that we’ve never met and not likely to meet and what they thought …
Some lecturers don’t understand what it’s like to be … a primary school teacher.
They’re teaching [us] how to be a lecturer, what you have to understand to be a
lecturer not a teacher. I don’t think it’s necessary for everyone to have full
knowledge of what Piaget did and everything like that. (Student 77)
Others interpreted their own lack of understanding as an issue of maturity, reminiscent of the
discussions concerning time devoted to the acquisition process:
Maybe it’s the whole age thing … Even though I am not 18 yet, I’m still treated [at
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university] as an adult. I’ve taken that massive leap across the water and I’m there.
Instead of being a little kid, I’m an adult. (Student 43)
That students of all ages experience dif culties with traditional lecturing styles is not news.
The literature is replete with the shortcomings associated with traditional lecturing tech-
niques (Stuart, 1994; Center for Teaching and Learning, 1996; Ellis, 1997), although recent
panaceas—courses  exibly delivered via the Web, for example—may also have similar
unforeseen consequences (Hara & Kling, 1999). The traditional lecture can be disenfranchis-
ing, particularly for those at risk of academic failure. It is as if lecturers and students live in
different worlds, particularly when the former appear unaware that ‘to be informed by words,
to know what they mean in a critical sense, readers must also read and know the world’ (Gale
& Densmore, 2000, p. 50) about which such words speak. Lecturers who understand these
matters ‘put [their academic ideas] into my terms. They don’t say it all in big long fancy
words and pull out the dictionary every time they need a word. They say it in my language.
They make it suit me’ (Student 28). This is not just a matter of semantics, but also about
understanding students’ life worlds, particularly those least like the academic world of
universities. Like the student mediators above, these lecturers do more than simply speak the
language of students. They also use this language to engage students with the academic life
world. As one student expressed it, ‘if you’re having trouble and you approach them early
they’ll help you out to a certain degree. If they go any further they’d be doing it for you, but
they help you out. They make it just that little bit easier’ (Student 69).
Still, many students in the research felt distant and removed from lecturers and their
ideas:
They come in at 9 or 5 past 9 and leave at 10 or 5 to 10. I’ve tried to talk to lecturers
but it’s not much good. I can’t get across. I can’t really communicate with them.
(Student 77)
You’re not told. You’re left there to  gure it out. (Student 28)
[Lecturers seem to have the attitude that] ‘I’m up here. I’m a lecturer. You’re down
there’, that sort of thing … I knew I’d be wasting my time to ask them [for help].
I’ve tried asking them [but] they want to remain superior. (Student 23)
This is despite the rhetoric of assistance that universities convey to their students; assistance,
critiqued earlier, that primarily seeks to help students adjust to the university’s established
processes of knowledge transmission. The patronising tone of this stance is clearly evident in
the following student’s account and the discussion of the realities of its engagement:
[Lecturers say things like] ‘You’re in the big bad world and you’ve got to survive
university but you’re not doing it alone. There’s the Counselling Service and you’ve
got the Learning Support thing and they’ve set up programs for you to use, to help.’
[Do students use those services?]
Not that I know of … It’s bad because they’re attacking your pride. You don’t want
to feel stupid and being in an institution such as this, you don’t want to feel dumb.
[When are the times you feel dumb at university?]
When everything goes over your head … Actually, I got a bad result for one
assignment and the lecturer wanted me to go to the Learning Support Centre or
whatever it is…. He wanted me to go down there because supposedly my language
wasn’t too crash hot. It seemed to get me through the next lot of subjects, though,
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didn’t it? … You listen to them but [not when] only a quarter of your teaching
population said that, only a quarter of the people you have contact with, a quarter
of the people you give assignments to, said that. So I didn’t—me being so wise and
everything—I didn’t take his advice…. I don’t want to admit [that he is right] either,
because that would mean defeat. (Student 69, emphasis in original)
In this context, ‘sorting out’ the privileged knowledge of universities seems more akin to
‘waging war’ for students with learning dif culties. Often, their primary dif culties appear to
be with the accumulation process rather than with what is accumulated. Yet, it is important
to recognise these matters as related. That is, dominant cultural capital is intimately involved
in the logic of its transmission and accumulation. Once this is sorted out—and the sorting is
usually done before entering university—informed students stand a far better chance of
success in academic learning environments.
Conclusion
What, then, should we conclude from such accounts? First, that there is more to students’
dif culties than what is particular to them alone. This is not to deny that some students lack
academic abilities. Clearly, several of the students in the study struggled in these areas.
However, their accounts suggest that to vest all responsibility for these dif culties on students
themselves is, in many ways, to blame the victims. Indeed, it seems at times that educational
institutions, such as universities, actually construct students’ dif culties, not just in how and
what knowledge is privileged, but also in its processes of transmission and accumulation.
Establishing ancillary programmes for students experiencing such dif culties, however well
meaning, does not really address these issues. Rather, they tend to prop up existing systems
by ‘helping’ students to adjust to these systems. By this I do not mean to imply that there is
no place for such instruction. For political as much as epistemological reasons, all students
should be given access to the knowledge and skills of the dominant. In question, however, is
the positioning of such programmes and knowledge as peripheral or central to the educa-
tional endeavour and their purposes in reproducing or reworking privilege. In other words,
there is considerable work for lecturers and universities to do in addressing their own
involvement in constructing learning dif culties for students.
Secondly, and following on from this, issues of time, association and dissimulation seem
central to understanding the degrees of dif culty students experience at university. Given a
different arrangement of these academic learning environments, I suspect that the dif culties
experienced by several of the students in the study would be greatly reduced, and might not
even be seen to be a problem by themselves or others. To begin, then, universities need a new
economy of time, not just in response to broad social changes but also in response to the
needs of all students. And, this valuing of time needs to be made explicit. Students need to
understand that the accumulation process not only takes time but time spent in the ‘right’
company. That is, education remains a social practice. It is through prolonged quality
interaction, not just access to information (via the Web or through any other means), that the
accumulation of cultural capital is fostered. Also required is a revaluing of what is worth
knowing. This, too, needs to be made explicit. Ways of associating students with primary
sources of knowledge need to be explored and explained. However, all students need to be
involved in determining what is considered appropriate knowledge, where it can be found and
how it can be produced.
Some might read this as a challenge to academics’ expertise. In some respects it is, if
expertise means an exclusive purchase on what is worth knowing. However, the point here is
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that ‘sorting out’ is primarily about knowledge production and that it is facilitated through
genuine dialogue. As Roberts explains:
The crucial bridge between existing and new forms of knowledge and experience in
any educational endeavour … is dialogue. Dialogue is the means through which one
person gains access to the world of another person—as far as this is possible—and
comes to recreate his or her own way of being in and with the world. (1998, p. 108)
If dialogue is to inform what lecturers and students do in academic learning environments,
then the outcomes will not be just that students overcome their dif culties and gain access
to the world of academia. It must also mean that universities and lecturers overcome their
own dif culties; that is, that they collectively embrace the knowledges of their students in
order to recreate their own worlds.
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